Introduction
It is hardly possible to surprise anyone saying that the Japanese are very polite. A lot of people would illustrate the statement with numerous examples of their extraordinary politeness either from their personal experience or from films, books, articles or stories they have heard from their friends and relatives who have visited Japan. Indeed, if we judge only by short personal contacts with Japanese culture, it is difficult to think in a different way and some might regret that they are not as polite as the Japanese are.
One of the reasons why foreigners are so amazed at how polite the Japanese are is that they always deal with their formal politeness or courtesy to others. However, in Japan there is often no place for formal politeness between family members, colleagues and friends: the language becomes less veiled and euphemisms sometimes give way to dysphemisms. Alpatov notes that the level and degree of politeness of the Japanese depends on many factors, for example, degree of familiarity (someone they know well (uchi) or not well (soto), one's social status (how high or low it is) and age (Alpatov, 2008:79-89; Alpatov, 2009: 16-20) .
There is a great number of academics studying Japanese culture, language and politeness. Among the most prominent Russian scientists in these fields are N. Conrad (1966 ), S. Neverov (1982 , A. Kholodovich (1979) and V. Alpatov (2004; 2009) . Among modern Japanese theorists of courtesy are S. Ide (1989) , E. Matsumoto (1988) Levinson and Penelope Brown. They published their work, "Politeness: Some Universals in Language Usage", which was devoted to language structures related to formality and politeness across the world (1987) . Since then the notion of 'face' has become well known. They distinguish positive and negative faces (1987) .
The idea of the positive face is that people try to show themselves positively and to be evaluated favourably by their interlocutors. The idea of the negative face is that we try to protect ourselves from different kinds of impositions. Even though the theory has been largely approved, there are academics who do not agree with its universal character. Many of them think it is hard to apply this theory to some languages (for example, Japanese) as it is based on the values of Western countries (for example, individualism) (Matsumoto, 1988; Matsumoto, 1989; Haugh, 2005) . In Japan protecting the face of a group is much more important than that of an individual (Matsumoto, 1988) , as well as the concept of place means a lot (Haugh, 2005) . Watts believes that the level of politeness should be considered not only from the speaker's point of view but from the point of view of the listener as only the latter can evaluate the level of politeness or impoliteness directed at him (Watts, 2003) .
According to him, one of the weak sides of the politeness theory is that it does not consider the phenomenon of impoliteness (Watts, 2003: 85) .
Larina assumes that the way the theory works in real life depends on the national specifics of interlocutors (Larina, 2009 ).
We believe that no matter whose face is protected (that is of an individual or a group, positive or negative), politeness will always be a guarantee of successful communication (personal, interpersonal, intrapersonal, etc.) . One of the ways of achieving politeness is through euphemisms that soften, veil or hide even the ugliest truth. In addition, they can help avoid Japanese language and culture researchers rarely pay much attention to Japanese euphemisms, which is probably due to the fact that politeness in Japanese is often achieved via its grammar not lexis. Alpatov has mentioned this phenomenon in some of his works (2009). This paper does not aim to disagree, but we believe that the numerous Japanese euphemisms are worthy of more attention.
In this article, we would like to present the results of a pilot research conducted at Hokkaido University, Japan. The aim of the research was to collect euphemisms used by the Japanese in such thematic fields as low intelligence, physically challenged people, ugly appearance, serious diseases, death, and low social status, and also to find out the most frequent ways of making euphemisms. The choice of the thematic fields was based on the results of a research project conducted at Lomonosov Moscow State University in 2001 -2004 (Ivanova, 2007 Forty-two participants were students (27 M, 15 F), thirty-six were graduate students (24M, 12F) and nine were teachers (5M, 4F).
The participants could answer all the questions anonymously.
Data Collection
All the participants answered a questionnaire, where the thematic fields of low intelligence, anata no sensei; c. amari yoku shiranai hito)?
Results
We analysed the questionnaires in two stages.
First, we analysed all the collected data (words, phrases, and sentences) and eliminated the lexis that could not be considered as euphemisms.
Thus, we sorted out all those variants that sounded either too straightforward or too blunt if not rude.
Every time we handed out the questionnaires to the participants, we defined euphemisms The participants used a lot of too straightforward lexis (for instance, bakka 3 idiot.)
Most of those who came up with these kind of words were undergraduate and graduate students at the age of 18-30. All of them mentioned that they would use words similar to bakka only if they talked to their equals (people of the same age and The participants use the verb forms masu and desu as well as the adverb sukoshi to make their speech softer or more neutral.
Thematic Field 'Physically Challenged People'
The second question was: social experience or teachers for whom the main communicative environment has always been the same one -first they studied at university then they started working at university. 6 . We think this is one of the reasons why the respondents have often used quite straightforward lexis and why they have not made much difference between the addressees (a friend, a teacher, or a stranger).
According to the results the most frequently used ways of making Japanese euphemisms are preterition, logical periphrasis, meiosis, borrowed words and metaphor.
The data show that one of the unique features of the Japanese language is the ability to say something very politely not only with the help of euphemisms but also with the help of grammatical means such as link words, honorific prefixes, the full form of the predicate, expressed by a verb. (Alpatov, 2008: 79-89; Alpatov, 2008: 118-135; Alpatov, 2009; 16-20) .
Sometimes the respondents left some of the questions unanswered. That may have happened because they were asked to think of some imaginary situations. The respondents had some time (quite a few minutes but still enough) to consider different variants of words and phrases that they could use in this or that situation. There was no spontaneity of speech.
We assume in a real or in a more personally oriented situation, 7 the respondents would come up with more varied answers. Despite the fact that the questionnaire was anonymous, still all the respondents seemed to be aware of the researcher's presence. For many of the respondents the researcher was also their teacher. We think all these facts may have influenced the results of the research.
On the other hand, the objectives of the pilot research have been achieved -the questionnaire was tested and its weaknesses were revealed.
Further a more detailed research could be conducted on these thematic fields, either collecting lexical data from spoken Japanese (e.g.
via arranging role-plays or using the method of biographic interviews), or collecting lexical data from newspapers, magazines, books and films.
Finally, in this research we have collected only the speaker's possible phrases. It could be interesting to analyse euphemisms collected in dialogues.
1
In this text the following contractions have been used: M (male), F (female); 18-30 (the age group of 18-30-year-old participants), 31-50 (the middle-aged group of 31-50 years old), 51+ (the age group of those who are more than 51 year old); US -undergraduate students, GS -graduate students, T -teachers.
2
Ms Maiko Aoki, a PhD and an Associate Professor at Hokkaido University, Japan has kindly done the translation.
3
I do apologize for having to use such impolite words and phrases. This is only due to the specific character of this research. 4 At present, there are quite a few classifications of the ways of making euphemisms. Among the most well-known ones are the ones elaborated by B. Larin, L. Bulakhovskiy, A. Reformatskiy, B. Tomashevskiy, S. Vidlak, L. Krisin, V. Moskvin, J. Neaman and C. Silver. B. Moskvin's classification is one of the most convincing and well-elaborated ones.
5
Furita are young people usually at the age between 18 and 35 years old without a permanent job. The term dates back to the 1990s when young people chose not to work in conservative Japanese companies, preferred to enjoy their lives, and postponed their careers for a later period. At present, the image of a furita is not so romantic. Now the reason for being a furita is often the fact that university graduates cannot find a good permanent job. In Japan, they say that if one has not found a good job before he or she is 30-35 years old, he or she will never find one. (Nihon de wa, (30) (31) (32) (33) (34) (35) shuushoku dekinakereba ishooshuushoku dekinai to iu)... continued working in the same environment, and as a result they often sound too straightforward even when they make a speech publicly.
7
We hope we have managed to ask the questions in such a way that the respondents' possible uncomfortable feelings have been minimized. Although more personally oriented questions might have given more varied answers.
